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Embodiments include systems and methods for determining
link margins of data communications channels in a commu-
nications system. For example, an integrated circuit includes
a large number of input/output (I/O) channels, each with a
respective receiver system. The receiver system can include
equalizer subsystems, that attempt to adapt to their respective
channels (e.g., to eliminate inter-symbol interference).
Embodiments manipulate filter tap weights in the equalizer
subsystems to controllably close its respective data eye until
a failure region is detected, indicating that a threshold 1/O
error rate has been exceeded. Thus, for each channel, the filter
tap weights can be allowed to fully adjust to identify fully
adapted values, and they can be forced into a failure region to
identify failure region values. A link margin for each channel
can be derived for each channel according to the difference
between the fully adapted and failure region values of the
filter tap weights.
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1
VERTICAL EYE MARGIN MEASUREMENT
USING CHANNEL RECEIVER EQUALIZER

FIELD

Embodiments relate generally to receiver circuits, and,
more particularly, to techniques for measuring vertical data
eye margin using a channel receiver equalizer.

BACKGROUND

Receiver circuits, like serializer/deserializer (SERDES)
circuits, are becoming ubiquitous in many computational
environments. The SERDES can compress a relatively wide,
parallel input into a relatively narrow, serial signal (e.g., a
single “bit,” differential signal) for communication over a
serial bus. The serial bus switches at an appreciably higher
rate than the parallel bus, and serial communication of the
data stream tends to reduce cost, complexity, power, and
board real estate relative to comparable parallel communica-
tions. As bus speeds increase, parallel communications mani-
fest even higher power consumption and more issues relating
to timing (e.g., skew mismatches and bit misalignment), mak-
ing SERDES circuits even more attractive.

Over time, issues with the receiver circuits (e.g., and poten-
tially also with their respective transmitter circuits, data chan-
nels, etc.) can contribute to bit errors in decoding the received
signal, which can manifest as a degradation in link health.
Accordingly, it is often desirable to measure link health to
ensure that input/output (I/O) functions are being reliably
performed. For example, in many high-speed /O environ-
ments, techniques are used to measure the vertical size of the
opening of the “data eye” as an indicator of link health. Such
measurements can indicate how close a particular link is to
failing (e.g., (surpassing a certain bit error rate). One tradi-
tional approach for measuring the data eye is to attach an
external oscilloscopeto a data pin, but such approaches canbe
impractical, for example, when there are large numbers of
data links, or when connecting external measurement equip-
ment is undesirable. Another traditional approach for mea-
suring the data eye is to add dedicated circuitry to each
receiver circuit (e.g., extra offset samplers to sample the data
eye at different points and construct a representation of the
data eye opening), but such approaches can consume addi-
tional power and additional circuit real estate, add cost and
complexity to the receiver circuit design, and have other
limitations.

Often, the receiver circuits include various sub-circuits that
attempt to reliably extract digital data from a received signal,
which can involve sampling an analog signal to derive the
digital bits (i.e., ‘1’s and ‘0’s). This can involve determining
where bit transitions occur and what bit value to record, often
in context of noisy data, small signal levels, inter-symbol
interference, and other difficult conditions. Accordingly,
receiver circuits typically include various types of amplifiers,
analog to digital conversion sub-circuits (e.g., data slicers),
clock data recovery sub-circuits (e.g., error slicers), equalizer
sub-circuits (e.g., decision feedback equalization (DFE) cir-
cuits), etc.

BRIEF SUMMARY

Among other things, embodiments provide novel systems
and methods for determining link margins of data communi-
cations channels in a communications system. For example,
an integrated circuit includes a large number of input/output
(I/O) channels, each with a respective receiver system. The
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receiver system can include equalizer subsystems (e.g., deci-
sion feedback equalizer (DFE) circuits), that attempt to adapt
to their respective channels (e.g., to eliminate inter-symbol
interference). Embodiments manipulate filter tap weights in
the equalizer subsystems to controllably close its respective
data eye until a failure region is detected, indicating that a
threshold 1/O error rate has been exceeded. Thus, for each
channel, the filter tap weights can be allowed to fully adjust to
identify fully adapted values, and they can be forced into a
failure region to identify failure region values. A link margin
for each channel can be derived for each channel according to
the difference between the fully adapted and failure region
values of the filter tap weights, and according to a determin-
istic mathematical correspondence between the change in
filter tap weights and a resulting change in data eye opening
height. Some implementations perform the link margin deter-
minations using a centralized link margin analyzer coupled
with many (e.g., all) receiver systems. Thus, some implemen-
tations can determine the link margins using direct, channel-
specific measurements substantially without adding dedi-
cated circuitry to each receiver system. Further, some such
implementations can perform aspects of the link margin
determinations in parallel across all its coupled receiver sys-
tems, thereby realizing appreciable performance gains.

According to one set of embodiments, a system is provided
for determining a link margin of'a data communications chan-
nel. The system includes an error measurement subsystem, a
tap adjustment subsystem, and a vertical margin calculation
subsystem. The error measurement subsystem operates to:
inject a set of channel test data into a receiver system com-
municatively coupled with the data communications channel;
receive a set of recovered data output from the receiver system
in response to receiving the set of channel test data; and
calculate a bit error rate by comparing the set of recovered
data with the set of channel test data. The tap adjustment
subsystem operates to adjust a set of filter tap weights of the
receiver system from fully adapted values to failure region
values, the fully adapted values of the set of filter tap weights
corresponding to when the receiver system is fully adapted to
the data communications channel, and the failure region val-
ues of the set of filter tap weights corresponding to when the
calculated bit error rate for the receiver system is exceeding a
predetermined error threshold for the data communications
channel. The vertical margin calculation subsystem operates
to calculate a vertical margin measurement for the data com-
munications channel as a function of a difference between the
fully adapted values and the failure region values of the set of
filter tap weights.

According to another set of embodiments, a method is
provided for determining a link margin of a data communi-
cations channel. The method includes: locking a set of filter
tap weights of a receiver system to next adjustment values
defined according to an adjustment protocol, the receiver
system being communicatively coupled with the data com-
munications channel, the locking being subsequent to allow-
ing the receiver system to fully adapt to the data communi-
cations channel thereby setting the set of filter tap weights to
fully adapted values, the next adjustment values being difter-
ent from the fully adapted values; calculating a bit error rate
by comparing a set of recovered data with a set of channel test
data, the set of recovered data being output from the receiver
system in response to the receiver system receiving the set of
channel test data with the set of filter tap weights locked to the
next adjustment values; iterating the locking and the calcu-
lating steps until the next adjustment values are failure region
values, such that the calculated bit error rate for the receiver
system is at least a predetermined error threshold for the data



US 9,281,971 B1

3

communications channel; and deriving a vertical margin
measurement for the data communications channel as a func-
tion of a difference between the fully adapted values and the
failure region values of the set of filter tap weights.

According to another set of embodiments, an input/output
communications system is provided. The system includes: a
plurality of data communications channels; a plurality of
receiver systems that each operates to receive data signals
over a respective one of the data communications channels
coupled thereto, each receiver system comprising an equal-
izer subsystem; and a vertical margin analyzer, communica-
tively coupled with the equalizer subsystem of each receiver
system. The vertical margin analyzer includes: an error mea-
surement subsystem that operates to inject a set of channel
test data into a receiver system communicatively coupled
with the data communications channel, receive a set of recov-
ered data output from the receiver system in response to
receiving the set of channel test data, and calculate a bit error
rate by comparing the set of recovered data with the set of
channel test data; a tap adjustment subsystem that operates to
adjust a set of filter tap weights of the receiver system from
fully adapted values to failure region values, the fully adapted
values of the set of filter tap weights corresponding to when
the receiver system is fully adapted to the data communica-
tions channel, and the failure region values of the set of filter
tap weights corresponding to when the calculated bit error
rate for the receiver system is exceeding a predetermined
error threshold for the data communications channel; and a
vertical margin calculation subsystem that operates to calcu-
late a vertical margin measurement for the data communica-
tions channel as a function of a difference between the fully
adapted values and the failure region values of the set of filter
tap weights.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The present disclosure is described in conjunction with the
appended figures:

FIG. 1 shows a block diagram of an illustrative communi-
cations environment, according to various embodiments;

FIG. 2 shows a simplified block diagram of a portion of a
communications environment, including an illustrative verti-
cal margin analyzer in communication with an illustrative
equalizer subsystem and a transmitter system, according to
various embodiments;

FIG. 3 shows an illustrative data eye as an oscilloscope plot
of signal amplitude on the y-axis and time on the x-axis;

FIG. 4 shows a simplified view of a data eye as it relates to
link margin, according to various embodiments;

FIG. 5 shows a flow diagram of an illustrative method for
determining link margin of a data communications channel,
according to various embodiments; and

FIG. 6 shows a flow diagram of another illustrative method
for determining link margin across a number of data commu-
nications channels, according to various embodiments.

In the appended figures, similar components and/or fea-
tures may have the same reference label. Further, various
components of the same type may be distinguished by fol-
lowing the reference label by a second label that distinguishes
among the similar components. If only the first reference
label is used in the specification, the description is applicable
to any one of the similar components having the same first
reference label irrespective of the second reference label.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

In many typical input/output (I/O) systems (e.g., high-
speed I/O circuitry of an integrated circuit, microprocessor, or
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the like), data is communicated at high speeds over large
numbers of data channels (e.g., thousands of data bus links).
Reliable operation of such circuits can rely on reliable receipt
of'data over those data channels, even in context of noisy data,
small signal levels, inter-symbol interference (ISI), and other
difficult conditions. The ability to reliably receive data over a
link can be referred to as “link health,” and various techniques
are often employed to measure link health in I/O circuits as an
indication of a likelihood that data errors will occur.

In many high-speed I/O environments, techniques are used
to measure the vertical size of the opening of the “data eye™ as
an indicator of link health. The data eye generally refers to a
plot of a signal (typically a digital data signal from a receiver
circuit), showing many data transitions overlaid on each other
to manifest a combined effect of link conditions (e.g., noise,
ISI, etc.) on the receiver’s recovery of the data. For example,
tends to permit more reliable data recovery by the receiver,
which can tend to manifest as a more “open” data eye (i.e., its
maximum vertical dimension is larger).

There are a number of traditional techniques for measuring
the data eye opening. One traditional approach for measuring
the data eye is to attach an external oscilloscope to a data pin.
For example, the output of each channel’s receiver can be
sampled repetitively by the oscilloscope and applied to the
vertical input, and the horizontal sweep can be triggered by
the data rate of the receiver output signal, so that each data
transition in the receiver output signal is effectively plotted on
top of the preceding transitions. While such an approach can
provide a direct measurement of the data eye and its opening,
it has a number of limitations. One limitation is that it may be
impractical to attach external measurement equipment to the
outputs of each channel, particularly in environments having
large numbers (e.g., thousands) of 1/0O links. Another limita-
tion is that such external measurement equipment may only
be available in certain environments and/or at certain stages
of the manufacturing or design process for an integrated
circuit (IC). Another limitation is that such approaches can
involve appreciably manual setup, physical interaction with
pins of a manufactured IC, and/or other undesirable actions.

Another traditional approach for measuring the data eye is
to add dedicated circuitry to each receiver circuit. For
example, extra offset samplers (e.g., which can include extra
analog to digital converters, extra clocks, etc.) canbe added to
each receiver circuit to sample the data eye at different points
and construct a representation of the data eye opening. While
such approaches do not require external measurement equip-
ment, they still have a number of limitations, including con-
suming additional power and additional circuit real estate,
adding cost and complexity to the receiver circuit design, and
others. For example, some such approaches dedicate approxi-
mately 1.5 percent of the silicon area of a serializer/deserial-
izer (SERDES) IC to perform the data eye measurement, and
the data eye measurement may only be used less than approxi-
mately 0.1 percent of the operational time of the IC.

Even using these and/or other traditional approaches can
yield a measurement of the data eye openings of various data
links, such approaches can still may not directly provide a
direct measurement or indication of vertical eye margin,
referred to herein as “link margin.” A link margin measure-
ment can indicate how close a particular link is to failing (e.g.,
(surpassing a certain bit error rate). For example, two data
links can manifest the same-sized data eye opening, but one
may be more sensitive than the other (e.g., if the vertical eye
opening of each link degrades by five millivolts, one link may
continue to reliably perform /O functions, while the other
may begin manifesting bit errors at an unacceptable rate).
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Accordingly, link margin can often be a better indicator of
link health than vertical eye opening size.

As described above, many traditional approaches focus on
measuring vertical eye opening size, but may not provide a
direct measurement of link margin. For example, some
approaches can compare the measured vertical eye opening
size to a predetermined threshold minimum vertical eye open-
ing size, to the measured vertical eye opening size of a dif-
ferent channel that is known to be failing, to a statistical
determination of a minimum threshold based on a number of
known {failing channels, etc. However, in any of these
approaches, the compared value may not accurately reflect
the true minimum for each independent channel, which can
cause channels to be characterized with incorrect link margin
values, channels to be overdesigned, etc.

Embodiments include systems and methods for imple-
menting novel data link health measurement techniques by
exploiting functionality already provided by many typical
receiver circuits. Often, the receiver circuits include various
sub-circuits that attempt to reliably extract digital data from a
received signal, which can involve sampling an analog signal
to derive the digital bits (i.e., ‘1’s and “0’s). This can involve
determining where bit transitions occur and what bit value to
record, often in context of noisy data, small signal levels, IS],
and other difficult conditions. Accordingly, receiver circuits
typically include various types of amplifiers, analog to digital
conversion sub-circuits (e.g., data slicers), clock data recov-
ery sub-circuits (e.g., error slicers), equalizer sub-circuits
(e.g., decision feedback equalization (DFE) circuits), etc.
Embodiments can use the existing equalizer circuits of each
receiver circuit (e.g., the DFE sub-circuits) to measure and
manipulate the data eye opening, and thereby facilitating
direct calculation of link margin, for each respective data link.
Such novel approaches provide a number of features. One
feature is that such approaches can directly measure link
margin, not just the vertical eye opening. Another feature is
that such approaches exploit existing circuitry of the receiver
circuits, thereby avoiding added cost, complexity, power con-
sumption, real estate, and/or other undesirable aspects of
approaches that add dedicated circuitry for performing
related functions. Another feature is that such approaches can
appreciably reduce the amount of time needed to measure the
link health of an IC, particular when there are large numbers
oflinks. For example, as described below, certain implemen-
tations can measure the link margin for thousands of links in
minutes, while traditional approaches would typically take
days to yield similar results.

While some embodiments are described with reference to
SERDES circuits and/or I/O channels of ICs, similar tech-
niques can be applied to any suitable types of receiver circuits
in any suitable signal communications environment. Further,
while various embodiments are described with reference to a
data eye and/or characteristics thereof (e.g., its opening, cen-
ter, etc.), such references are not intended to imply or require
that a data eye plot is generated. For example, some embodi-
ments exploit deterministic relationships (e.g., a determinis-
tic mathematical correspondence between changing tap
weights and data eye opening size) to calculate link margin
without ever generating a data eye plot or even without ever
measuring the size of the data eye opening. Additionally,
terms, like “channel,” “link,” “lane,” and the like are all
intended generally and interchangeably to refer to a data
communication path.

In the following description, numerous specific details are
set forth to provide a thorough understanding of the present
invention. However, one having ordinary skill in the art
should recognize that the invention may be practiced without
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these specific details. In some instances, circuits, structures,
and techniques have not been shown in detail to avoid obscur-
ing the present invention.

Turning first to FIG. 1, a block diagram is shown of an
illustrative communications environment 100, according to
various embodiments. The communications environment 100
includes transmitter systems 105 and receiver systems 110 in
communication via respective data channels 115, and at least
one vertical margin analyzer 160. For example, a transmitter
system 105 can include any suitable components, such as a
driver, for communicating data over its respective data chan-
nel 115. Each data channel 115 can be any parallel or serial,
wired or wireless, or other suitable communications channel
for carrying the data. Each receiver system 110 can be imple-
mented in any suitable manner, for example as an integrated
circuit (IC) that is part of and/or in communication with
microprocessors, very-large-scale integration (VLSI) cir-
cuits, communication systems, storage area networks, local
area networks, wide area networks, data centers, memory
components, electronic devices, memory systems, and/or
computer systems (such as multiple-core processor computer
systems, computer systems that include components that
communicate via capacitive proximity communication, com-
puter systems that include components that communicate via
optical proximity communication, etc.).

As illustrated, each receiver system 110 can include a
signal receiver subsystem 120, a clock data recovery (CDR)
subsystem 130, and an equalizer subsystem 140. While the
receiver system 110 is illustrated as a simplified functional
block diagram to avoid overcomplicating the description and
figures, these simplifications should not be construed as lim-
iting embodiments and implementations. Each receiver sys-
tem 110 can include fewer or additional components, and the
various functional blocks can each be implemented as one or
more discrete components, combined with other functional
blocks into a single component, implemented in any suitable
architecture or arrangement, etc. For example, each receiver
system 110 includes any suitable components for receiving a
data signal from the data channel 115 and reliably outputting
data 150 as desired by other systems or components in com-
munication with the receiver system 110.

Each signal receiver subsystem 120 can include amplifiers,
filters, analog-to-digital converters, parallel or serial interface
components, and/or any other suitable components for con-
verting the received data signal from its coupled data channel
115 into a signal that can be used by other components of the
receiver system 110. Each CDR subsystem 130 can imple-
ment any suitable CDR functionality, such as that of an at-rate
CDR (e.g., a Muller-Mueller CDR, baud-rate, CDR, or the
like). For example, each CDR subsystem 130 can seek to
recover clocking information from its respective received
data signal to find an optimal sampling location for recon-
structing digital bit data (i.e., data 150) from the received
signal.

The equalizer subsystem 140 can include a decision feed-
back equalizer (DFE), a linear equalizer, a feed-forward
equalizer (FFE), and/or any other suitable equalization com-
ponents. Some embodiments are described herein as exploit-
ing functions of the DFE (though similar approaches could be
applied to other types of equalizer components in other
embodiments). In general, a DFE is a non-linear equalizer
that seeks to eliminate inter-symbol interference between
pulses currently being modulated and subsequent pulses
(e.g., by feeding back information about previous detector
decisions).

Embodiments of the vertical margin analyzer 160 can
exploit functionality of the equalizer subsystems 140 of the



US 9,281,971 B1

7

receiver systems 110 to manipulate their respective data eye
openings, thereby facilitating calculation of link margin for
each respective channel 115. While the vertical margin ana-
lyzer 160 is shown as a single vertical margin analyzer 160 in
communication with all receiver systems 110, it can alterna-
tively be implemented as a subsystem (e.g., circuitry)
instance within each receiver system 110, as multiple vertical
margin analyzers 160 each in communication with (i.e.,
shared by) subsets of receiver systems 110, or in any other
suitable manner. As described herein, the equalizer sub-
system 140 can include weighted feedback control (e.g.,
weighted taps that control linear filters), and adjusting the
weighted feedback control can deterministically affect the
vertical size of the data eye opening for the respective receiver
system 110. Embodiments of the vertical margin analyzer
160 can manipulate the weighted feedback controls of the
equalizer subsystems 140 to deterministically close the data
eye from a normal (i.e., fully adapted, fully open) level, while
analyzing the impacts of the data eye closure on link health
(e.g., bit error rate). When the link health degrades to a certain
level (e.g., exceeds a threshold bit error rate), the degree of
eye closure can be used to calculate the link margin of the
respective channel 115. The equalizer subsystem 140 can
then be allowed to resume its normal operations, thereby
adapting to the channel 115 and re-opening the data eye.

Various embodiments are described and/or illustrated
herein as including one or more connections between the
vertical margin analyzer 160 and the receiver systems 110
and/or the transmitter systems 105. In some implementations,
these connections are physical (e.g., electrical) couplings
between respective devices, blocks, components, etc. In other
implementations, the vertical margin analyzer 160, receiver
systems 110, and/or transmitter systems 105 are in commu-
nication with a central processor or controller that handles
communications between those systems (i.e., the systems
communicate with each other through the central processor or
controller). In other implementations, the vertical margin
analyzer 160, receiver systems 110, and/or transmitter sys-
tems 105 sit, or are in communication with, a control or
communications plane or layer, that facilitates communica-
tions between the systems. For example, references herein to
the vertical margin analyzer 160 communicating with a
receiver systems 110 can be implemented via higher-level or
lower-level communications functions (e.g., of a greater inte-
grated circuit context, etc.). In certain implementations, the
vertical margin analyzer 160 is implemented as a virtual
device, circuit block, algorithm, and/or other function of the
central processor or controller, the control or communica-
tions plane or layer, etc.

FIG. 2 shows a simplified block diagram of a portion of a
communications environment 200, including an illustrative
vertical margin analyzer 160 in communication with an illus-
trative equalizer subsystem 140 and a transmitter system 105,
according to various embodiments. The communications
environment 200 can represent an implementation of the
communications environment 100 described with reference
to FIG. 1. A single equalizer subsystem 140 is shown to avoid
overcomplicating the Figure.

The equalizer subsystem 140 is illustrated as a Decision
Feedback Equalizer (DFE). As shown, the equalizer sub-
system 140 includes a forward filter 210 and a feedback filter
230, which can be implemented in any suitable manner, for
example, as linear filters (e.g., transversal filters). The equal-
izer subsystem 140 also includes a detector 230, which can be
implemented in any suitable manner, for example, as a non-
linear detector configured to provide inputs to the feedback
filter 230. For example, summers 220 (or similar compo-
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nents) can be used to extract the ISI contributed from previ-
ously detected symbols, and subtract out that interference to
cancel its effect at the output of the forward filter 210. This
can help the receiver to effectively “adapt” to the ISI (e.g.,
and/or other certain characteristics) of the channel. For
example, the equalizer subsystem 140 can receive an input
signal 205 having a series of pulses at a particular data rate, in
which the “after-shock™ (e.g., ringing) from each pulse can
interfere with successive pulses (i.e., causing ISI); and the
equalizer subsystem 140 can output an output signal 235 free
of (or substantially free of) those effects.

To fully adapt, embodiments of the equalizer subsystem
140 include weighted feedback controls, which can be imple-
mented as “tap weights” 250. For example, the tap weights
250 can be adjusted to manipulate the weighting of the for-
ward filter 210 and/or the feedback filter 230, for example, to
meet a predetermined criterion (e.g., to converge on an opti-
mization solution). The adaptation can typically cause the
data eye to be opened to some fully adapted level. In some
implementations, the tap weights 250 are implemented as
digital controls that can each be adjusted to a set of discrete
values, or “codes.” For example, the tap weights 250 can
include eight taps, each having 31 possible codes, permitting
settings spanning from “-15”to “+15.” Any suitable number
of taps with any suitable number of codes can be used.

As described with reference to FIG. 1, embodiments can
include one or more vertical margin analyzers 160. The ver-
tical margin analyzer 160 shown in FIG. 2 includes a tap
adjustment subsystem 260, an error measurement subsystem
270, and a vertical margin calculation subsystem 280. The
vertical margin analyzer 160 can controllably close the data
eye of a receiver system until an /O error threshold is
exceeded, and can output a vertical margin measurement 285
for the receiver system as a function of the amount of data eye
closure.

In some implementations, prior to determining the link
margin for a particular data channel, the equalizer subsystem
140 can be left to adapt to its receiver system’s data channel.
The adaptation can effectively open the data eye for the chan-
nel to a fully adjusted level. For example, turning to FIG. 3, an
illustrative data eye 330 is shown as an oscilloscope plot 300
of signal amplitude 310 on the y-axis and time 320 on the
x-axis. For example, the output of the channel’s receiver
system (e.g., the output signal 235 of the equalizer subsystem
140 of FIG. 2) can be sampled repetitively and applied to the
vertical input, with the horizontal sweep triggered by the data
rate of the input signal 205 (of FIG. 2), so that each data
transition (e.g., voltage changes representing a transition
from ‘1’ to *0’, from “1°to ‘1°, from ‘0’ to ‘1’ or from ‘0’ to
0”) is effectively plotted on top of preceding transitions. As
the receiver system does a better job of adapting to ISI (and/or
other channel characteristics), the transitions become more
distinguishable (e.g., ‘1’ becomes more distinguishable from
‘0”), and the opening height 340 of the data eye 330 increases
to a fully adapted level.

FIG. 4 shows a simplified view of a data eye 330 as it relates
to link margin, according to various embodiments. As
described with reference to FIG. 3, the data eye 330 is shown
as an oscilloscope plot 400 of signal amplitude 310 versus
time 320. An illustrative opening height 340 is shown for the
data eye 330 at a fully adapted level. As the receiver system
(e.g., its equalizer system) moves away from a fully adapted
state, more I/O errors can be experienced by the channel,
which can manifest as closure of the data eye (i.e., a decrease
in the opening height 340). Typically, an /O environment,
like the communications system 100 of FIG. 1, is designed to
tolerate a threshold amount of /O error. For example, a par-
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ticular channel (or all channels) can be specified to have a bit
error rate of no more than ten bit errors in twenty seconds of
communication (e.g., at 18 Gigabits per second, that would
yield a bit error rate of approximately 10 errors per 360 billion
bits). An increase in the 1/O errors in excess of the threshold
can manifest as a data eye 330 with less than a minimum
opening height 340 (illustrated as failure region 420). It is
noted that, while the failure region is shown simply as a
reduction in opening height 340, there could be other changes
to the shape ofthe data eye 330 in such a condition, such as the
horizontal width of the data eye 330 can shrink, etc. The
difference between the fully adjusted opening height 340 and
the height of the failure region 420 can be considered as the
vertical eye margin 430 for the channel. The vertical eye
margin 430 can either be considered directly as the link mar-
gin for the channel, or can be used directly to calculate a link
margin value for the channel.

Returning to FIG. 2, embodiments of the vertical margin
analyzer 160 can determine the link margin for the channel by
forcing the data eye 330 to close to its failure region 420 to
determine its vertical eye margin 430. As described above,
when the equalizer subsystem 140 is allowed to fully adapt to
the channel characteristics (e.g., ISI), the equalizer subsystem
140 will adjust its tap weights 250 to effectuate that adapta-
tion. For example, a DFE is typically designed to sample the
data eye 330 at multiple tap locations (e.g., a particular pulse
occurs at cursor location h(0), and the tap locations can be at
post-cursor locations h(1), h(2), . . . h(n), for n taps). The
sampled information from those locations can indicate the
impact of a pulse on subsequent pulses. The filtering effects of
the equalizer subsystem 140 (e.g., implemented by the for-
ward filter 210 and feedback filter 230) can typically be
adjusted at each tap location by changing corresponding
weighting applied to the filters at those tap locations. For
example, for each of taps 1 . . . N (e.g., 1-10), there is an
associated, independently adjustable code representing
weighting values from w . . . W (e.g,, =15 to +15). The
equalizer subsystem 140 (e.g., DFE) can feedback the
sampled information to determine how best to adapt to elimi-
nate ISI in the receiver by adjusting the weighting applied to
the filters for each of those tap locations (i.e., the tap weights
250). Movement of the tap weights 250 toward fully adapted
values can yield a reduction in /O error (which can manifest
as opening of the data eye 330), and movement away from
those fully adapted values can yield an increase in 1/O error
(which can manifest as closing of the data eye 330).

Embodiments of the tap adjustment subsystem 260 can
manipulate the tap weights 250 of the equalizer system 140
away from their fully adapted values, thereby forcing the data
eye 330 to close. It has been demonstrated that a certain
change in tap weights 250 has a deterministic impact on data
eye 330 closure. Accordingly, the extent to which the tap
weights 250 change can be used to calculate a resulting
change in opening height 340 for the data eye 330.

In general, implementations of the tap adjustment sub-
system 260 can adjust the tap weights 250 according to an
adjustment protocol 265. The adjustment protocol 265 can
manipulate the tap weights 250 in many ways. Some imple-
mentations adjust the tap weights 250 by a certain number of
weighting levels (e.g., codes, etc.) in each of a number of
iterations. For example, the tap weight 250 associated with a
particular tap location can be increased by three levels in each
iteration until it reaches its maximum level, then the tap
weight 250 associated with the next tap location can be
increased by three levels in each iteration until it reaches its
maximum level, and so on. Other implementations adjust the
tap weights 250 according to the deterministic mathematical
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correspondence between the adjustment in tap weights 250
and the extent of data eye 330 closure. For example, the tap
weights 250 can be adjusted to effect a five-millivolt closure
of the data eye 330 in each iteration. In some implementa-
tions, the adjustment protocol 265 can define a different
adjustment for each iteration.

The tap weights 250 can be manipulated in any suitable
order, for example, sequentially (e.g., manipulate the weigh-
ing for tap 1, then for tap 2, then for tap 3, etc.), randomly, etc.
In one implementation, the tap weights 250 for the first two
taps (or any suitable number of taps) are not manipulated by
the tap adjustment subsystem 260. For example, manipulat-
ing the tap weights 250 at the first tap locations can adversely
impact other receiver system functions, such as clock data
recovery. The tap weights 250 can also be manipulated in any
suitable direction, for example, by increasing tap weights 250
for all tap locations that are manipulated, by decreasing tap
weights 250 for all tap locations that are manipulated, by
alternating between increasing and decreasing tap weights
250 for all tap locations that are manipulated, by “opposite-
side” adjusting tap weights 250 for all tap locations that are
manipulated (e.g., if the fully adapted value is “+3”, the
adjustment can be in the negative direction; if the fully
adapted value is “~5”, the adjustment can be in the positive
direction; etc.), by randomly choosing adjustment directions
for the tap weights 250 for all tap locations that are manipu-
lated, etc. Adjustment of the weighting of a particular tap
weight 250 can impact its neighbors, so the selection of
adjustment direction, order, etc. can change how those adjust-
ments impact the data eye 330. In some implementations, all
tap weights 250 are adjusted in the same direction, which has
been demonstrated to yield more consistent results in many
environments (e.g., due to certain second and/or third order
effects).

Typically, the adjustment protocol 265 defines iterative
adjustments (which may or may not be consistent for each
iteration). After each adjustment iteration, embodiments of
the error measurement subsystem 270 in the vertical margin
analyzer 160 can test the channel to determine whether the
amount of I/O error in the channel has exceeded some error
threshold 263. The error threshold 263 can be defined per
channel, for all channels, etc. The channel can be tested in any
suitable manner. In some embodiments, the error measure-
ment subsystem 270 can inject a deterministic (e.g., stored,
calculated, or otherwise predictably generated) set of bits into
the channel to be received by the receiver system as channel
test data 275. For example, the channel test data 275 can be
injected at the transmitter-side of the channel, at the receiver-
side of the channel, etc. Though the channel test data 275 is
described as being “injected” by the vertical margin analyzer
160, certain embodiments implement the injecting by direct-
ing the transmitter systems 105 to communicate channel test
data 275 that is generated and/or stored by the transmitter
systems 105 themselves. For example, the error measurement
subsystem 270 can inject the channel test data 275 by trig-
gering the transmitter systems 105 to communicate a
sequence of bits already known to the transmitter systems 105
(and to the receiver systems 110). In some implementations,
the channel test data 275 can include a large number of bits
(e.g., twenty seconds worth of communications, one hundred
billion bits, etc.). Testing a longer string of bits can yield a
more precise bit error rate, but the longer string can also take
longer to communicate and process through the receiver sys-
tem. Accordingly, the number of bits of the channel test data
275 can be selected to balance measurement precision versus
measurement speed.
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The receiver system can attempt to recover the bit data by
adapting to the channel, etc., such that a corresponding input
signal 205 is received by the equalizer subsystem 140, and the
equalizer subsystem 140 generates a corresponding output
signal 235. If the equalizer subsystem 140 is allowed to fully
adapt, it is expected that the bit data of the output signal 235
will match the channel test data 275 perfectly (or, at least, that
there are fewer errors than allowed by the error threshold
263). As the tap adjustment subsystem 260 manipulates the
tap weights 250 away from their fully adapted levels, it is
expected that recovered bit data in the output signal 235 will
differ from the channel test data 275 (i.e., the error rate will
increase), albeit typically by a small amount (e.g., around one
error in tens or hundreds of billions of bits).

Embodiments can iteratively use the tap adjustment sub-
system 260 to adjust the tap weights 250 according to the
adjustment protocol 265, each time using the error measure-
ment subsystem 270 to determine whether the error rate has
exceeded the error threshold 263 for the channel. As
described with reference to FIG. 4, exceeding the error
threshold 263 can indicate that the data eye 330 has closed to
a respective failure region 420 for the channel. When the tap
weights 250 have been adjusted to a degree that the error
threshold 263 has been exceeded, embodiments of the verti-
cal margin calculation subsystem 280 in the vertical margin
analyzer 160 can calculate a vertical margin measurement
285 for the channel. The vertical margin calculation sub-
system 280 can determine what amount of adjustment in tap
weights 250 were applied by the tap adjustment subsystem
260 to cause the channel to go from a fully adjusted level to a
level that exceeded its error threshold 263. The tap adjustment
subsystem 260 can then exploit the deterministic mathemati-
cal correspondence between the adjustment in tap weights
250 and the extent of data eye 330 closure to calculate an
amount of data eye 330 closure that occurred over the course
of'the adjustment iterations (i.e., the vertical margin measure-
ment 285 for the channel). The vertical margin measurement
285 can be considered as the link margin, or can be used to
calculate the link margin for the channel.

The amount and manner of adjustment of the tap weights
250 in each iteration, as defined by the adjustment protocol
265, can impact the accuracy of the link margin determina-
tion. For example, if the error threshold 263 is determined to
have been exceeded after an adjustment iteration, it may not
be clear to what extent the error threshold 263 has been
exceeded, except with respect to the maximum possible
impact of the adjustment iteration. Accordingly, smaller
adjustments per iteration can yield a more precise calculation
of link margin for each channel. However, using smaller
adjustments per iteration can typically result in each link
margin determination involving larger numbers of iterations
(i.e., more time). As such, the adjustment protocol 265 can be
designed to balance the trade-off between measurement pre-
cision and measurement time in the link margin determina-
tions. For example, in a fairly stable communications system
having thousands of /O channels, it may be desirable to have
faster, less precise link margin determinations; and the adjust-
ment protocol 265 can be designed for more impactful adjust-
ment iterations (so that fewer iterations will be needed on
average to perform each link margin determination).

The wvarious systems, subsystems, and components
described above can be implemented in any suitable manner,
and the various operations of methods and functions of cer-
tain system components can be performed by any suitable
means capable of performing the corresponding functions.
For example, various functions described with reference to a
particular subsystem or component can be performed by a
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different component, a combination of components, and/or in
any other suitable manner. The means may include various
hardware and/or software component(s) and/or module(s),
including, but not limited to a circuit, an application specific
integrated circuit (ASIC), or processor. For example, logical
blocks, modules, and circuits described may be implemented
or performed with a general purpose processor, a digital sig-
nal processor (DSP), an ASIC, a field programmable gate
array signal (FPGA), or other programmable logic device
(PLD), discrete gate, or transistor logic, discrete hardware
components, or any combination thereof designed to perform
the functions described herein. A general purpose processor
may be a microprocessor, but in the alternative, the processor
may be any commercially available processor, controller,
microcontroller, or state machine. A processor may also be
implemented as a combination of computing devices, e.g., a
combination of a DSP and a microprocessor, a plurality of
microprocessors, one or more mMicroprocessors in conjunc-
tion with a DSP core, or any other such configuration.

FIG. 5 shows a flow diagram of an illustrative method 500
for determining link margin of a data communications chan-
nel, according to various embodiments. Embodiments of the
method 500 can begin at stage 504 by locking a set of filter tap
weights of a receiver system to next adjustment values
defined according to an adjustment protocol. As described
above, the receiver system can be communicatively coupled
with a data communications channel. Prior to the locking, the
receiver system can be allowed to fully adapt to its data
communications channel (e.g., by allowing adaptation with-
out locking any filter tap weights), thereby setting the set of
filter tap weights to fully adapted values. The next adjustment
values can be determined (per iteration) according to an
adjustment protocol, as described above.

At stage 508, a bit error rate can be calculated by compar-
ing a set of recovered data with a set of channel test data. For
example, as described above, a deterministic set of channel
test data can be injected into the data channel in a manner that
causes it to be received by the receiver system (e.g., by its
DFE). The receiver system attempts to adapt to the channel to
recover the injected test data with some of its tap weights
being locked according to stage 504 (i.e., the receiver system
can only partially adapt, because some of its filter weights are
locked). The receiver system outputs the set of recovered data
according to its partial adaptation, such that the set of recov-
ered data may include some errors (e.g., due to ISI that could
not be eliminated by the receiver system in its partially locked
condition).

Atstage 512, adetermination can be made as to whether the
next adjustment values are failure region values, such that the
calculated bit error rate for the receiver system (from stage
508) is at least a predetermined error threshold for the data
communications channel. For example, the partial adaptation
of the receiver circuit can result in bit errors between the
injected test data and the recovered data. The next adjustment
values can be considered failure region values when the rate
of bit errors is more than a predetermined acceptable maxi-
mum rate for the particular channel. If the next adjustment
values are not determined to be failure region values at stage
512, the method 500 can perform another iteration of stages
504 and 508.

If the next adjustment values are determined to be failure
region values at stage 512, a vertical margin measurement can
be derived for the data communications channel at stage 516
as a function of a difference between the fully adapted values
and the failure region values of the set of filter tap weights. For
example, the change in filter tap weights can have a determin-
istic mathematical correspondence with a change in the ver-
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tical opening height of the data eye for the channel. That
change in vertical opening height of the data eye can be
considered as the link margin for the channel (or can be used
to derive the link margin).

FIG. 6 shows a flow diagram of another illustrative method
600 for determining link margin across a number of data
communications channels, according to various embodi-
ments. Embodiments of the method 600 are described in
context of a communications system having multiple chan-
nels, each in communication with a respective receiver sys-
tem that includes a decision feedback equalizer (DFE). The
method 600 can begin at stage 604 by allowing the DFEs to
fully adapt to their respective channels. As described above,
this can cause filter tap weights for the DFEs to become set to
fully adapted values.

The method 600 can iteratively close the data eye for the
channels until respective failure regions are identified. In
some implementations, as a failure region is identified for
each channel, the channel can be removed from the next
iteration. Accordingly, the iterations are illustrated as occur-
ring for “each remaining channel.” At stage 608 embodiments
can select, adjust, and lock one or more DFE taps away from
their adapted weighting values according to a tap adjustment
protocol. Various types of tap adjustment techniques are
described above. For example, taps can be adjusted, in
sequence, by a certain number of codes, to effect a certain
deterministic closure of the data eye, etc. The tap weights can
be locked to prevent the DFE from changing their values
during a next adaptation.

At stage 612, channel error measurements can be per-
formed for all channels in parallel. For example, a vertical
margin analyzer can inject deterministic channel test data into
each receiver system’s data path and receive recovered data
from the outputs of each receiver system. The injected data
and the recovered data can be compared to determine a bit
error rate for the receiver. Notably, the locking of certain taps
in the DFE in stage 608 can prevent the DFE from fully
adapting, which can result in bit errors. In various implemen-
tations, the injected channel test data can be the same or
different for each channel. Using a centralized approach
allows the error measurements to be performed in parallel for
all the channels, which can appreciably save measurement
time. For example, if twenty seconds worth of data are used
for the measurement, and there are one thousand channels; a
series approach would take more than twenty-thousand sec-
onds (i.e., more than 5.5 hours), while a parallel approach
could take close to twenty seconds. The adjustment and lock-
ing in stage 608 can be performed in series or in parallel for
some or all of the receiver systems. For example, performing
stage 608 in series for all receiver systems can take a very
small amount of time in comparison to the time taken by the
measurement step in stage 612.

Atstage 616, a determination can be made as to whether the
calculated bit error rates exceed a respective error threshold
for each channel. For example, each channel can respond
differently to each tap adjustment, so that some may reach a
failure region before others. If the calculated bit error rates
exceed a respective error threshold for a particular channel (or
for multiple or all channels), a vertical eye margin can be
calculated for the channel(s) at stage 624 as a function of the
change in tap values from their fully adapted values to their
failure region values. Once a vertical eye margin has been
calculated for a particular channel at stage 624, that channel
can be removed from the set of channels being measured.
Thus, a further determination can be made at stage 620 as to
whether channels remain for which a link margin determina-
tion has not yet been made. If not, the method 600 can end. If
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so, and/or if the calculated bit error rates in stage 616 do not
exceed respective error thresholds for any channels, the
method 600 can iterate back to stage 608 to make further tap
weight adjustments (e.g., for the remaining channels).

The methods disclosed herein comprise one or more
actions for achieving the described method. The method and/
or actions may be interchanged with one another without
departing from the scope of the claims. In other words, unless
a specific order of actions is specified, the order and/or use of
specific actions may be modified without departing from the
scope of the claims.

The steps of a method or algorithm or other functionality
described in connection with the present disclosure, may be
embodied directly in hardware, in a software module
executed by a processor, or in a combination of the two. A
software module may reside in any form of tangible storage
medium. Some examples of storage media that may be used
include random access memory (RAM), read only memory
(ROM), flash memory, EPROM memory, EEPROM memory,
registers, a hard disk, a removable disk, a CD-ROM and so
forth. A storage medium may be coupled to a processor such
that the processor can read information from, and write infor-
mation to, the storage medium. In the alternative, the storage
medium may be integral to the processor. A software module
may be a single instruction, or many instructions, and may be
distributed over several different code segments, among dif-
ferent programs, and across multiple storage media. Thus, a
computer program product may perform operations pre-
sented herein. For example, such a computer program product
may be a computer readable tangible medium having instruc-
tions tangibly stored (and/or encoded) thereon, the instruc-
tions being executable by one or more processors to perform
the operations described herein. The computer program prod-
uct may include packaging material. Software or instructions
may also be transmitted over a transmission medium. For
example, software may be transmitted from a website, server,
or other remote source using a transmission medium such as
a coaxial cable, fiber optic cable, twisted pair, digital sub-
scriber line (DSL), or wireless technology such as infrared,
radio, or microwave.

Other examples and implementations are within the scope
and spirit of the disclosure and appended claims. For
example, features implementing functions may also be physi-
cally located at various positions, including being distributed
such that portions of functions are implemented at different
physical locations. Also, as used herein, including in the
claims, “or” as used in a list of items prefaced by “at least one
of” indicates a disjunctive list such that, for example, a list of
“at least one of A, B, or C” means A or B or C or AB or AC or
BC or ABC (i.e., A and B and C). Further, the term “exem-
plary” does not mean that the described example is preferred
or better than other examples.

Various changes, substitutions, and alterations to the tech-
niques described herein can be made without departing from
the technology of the teachings as defined by the appended
claims. Moreover, the scope of the disclosure and claims is
not limited to the particular aspects of the process, machine,
manufacture, composition of matter, means, methods, and
actions described above. Processes, machines, manufacture,
compositions of matter, means, methods, or actions, pres-
ently existing or later to be developed, that perform substan-
tially the same function or achieve substantially the same
result as the corresponding aspects described herein may be
utilized. Accordingly, the appended claims include within
their scope such processes, machines, manufacture, compo-
sitions of matter, means, methods, or actions.
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What is claimed is:
1. A system for determining a link margin of a data com-

munications channel, the system comprising:

an error measurement subsystem that operates to:

inject a set of channel test data into a receiver system
communicatively coupled with the data communica-
tions channel;

receive a set of recovered data output from the receiver

system in response to receiving the set of channel test
data; and

calculate a bit error rate by comparing the set of recov-

ered data with the set of channel test data;

a tap adjustment subsystem that operates to adjust a set of
filter tap weights of the receiver system from fully
adapted values to failure region values, the fully adapted
values of the set of filter tap weights corresponding to
when the receiver system is fully adapted to the data
communications channel, and the failure region values
of'the set of filter tap weights corresponding to when the
calculated bit error rate for the receiver system is exceed-
ing a predetermined error threshold for the data commu-
nications channel; and

a vertical margin calculation subsystem that operates to
calculate a vertical margin measurement for the data
communications channel as a function of a difference
between the fully adapted values and the failure region
values of the set of filter tap weights.

2. The system of claim 1, wherein:

the tap adjustment subsystem operates to adjust the set of
filter tap weights iteratively, so that adjusting from the
fully adapted values to the failure region values occurs
over a plurality of adjustment iterations; and

the error measurement subsystem operates to calculate the
bit error rate subsequent to each iteration to determine
whether the calculated bit error rate for the receiver
system is exceeding the predetermined error threshold
for the data communications channel.

3. The system of claim 1, wherein the tap adjustment sub-

system operates to adjust the set of filter tap weights by

adjusting at least one of the set of filter tap weights by an
amount defined by an adjustment protocol.

4. The system of claim 1, wherein the tap adjustment sub-
system operates to adjust the set of filter tap weights by:
converting a degree of data eye closure defined by an

adjustment protocol to a degree of adjustment to the set
of filter tap weights as a function of a deterministic
mathematical correspondence between the degree of
data eye closure and the degree of adjustment to the set
of filter tap weights; and

adjusting at least one of the set of filter tap weights by the
degree of adjustment.

5. The system of claim 1, further comprising:

a plurality of receiver systems, each communicatively
coupled with a respective one of a plurality of data
communications channels, and each having an equaliza-
tion subsystem that is communicatively coupled with
the tap adjustment subsystem.

6. The system of claim 5, wherein:

the tap adjustment subsystem operates to adjust the set of
filter tap weights iteratively, so that adjusting from the
fully adapted values to the failure region values occurs
over a plurality of adjustment iterations; and

subsequent to each iteration, the error measurement sub-
system operates to inject the set of channel test data into
the plurality of receiver systems in parallel, receive the
set of recovered data output from the plurality of receiver
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systems in parallel, and calculate the respective bit error
rates for each of the plurality of receiver systems in
parallel.

7. The system of claim 6, wherein:

the tap adjustment subsystem operates to adjust the set of
filter tap weights in parallel for at least some of the
plurality of the receiver systems during at least some of
the adjustment iterations.

8. The system of claim 5, further comprising:

a plurality of transmitter systems, each communicatively
coupled with a respective one of the plurality of data
communications channels.

9. The system of claim 1, further comprising:

a plurality of receiver systems, each communicatively
coupled with a respective one of a plurality of data
communications channels, and each comprising an
instance of the tap adjustment subsystem.

10. The system of claim 1, wherein the receiver system
comprises a decision feedback equalization (DFE) subsystem
that controls an impact of filtering of the DFE subsystem at
each of a set of tap locations according to an associated one of
the set of filter tap weights.

11. A method for determining a link margin of a data
communications channel, the system comprising:

locking a set of filter tap weights of a receiver system to
next adjustment values defined according to an adjust-
ment protocol, the receiver system being communica-
tively coupled with the data communications channel,
the locking being subsequent to allowing the receiver
system to fully adapt to the data communications chan-
nel thereby setting the set of filter tap weights to fully
adapted values, the next adjustment values being differ-
ent from the fully adapted values;

calculating a bit error rate by comparing a set of recovered
data with a set of channel test data, the set of recovered
data being output from the receiver system in response to
the receiver system receiving the set of channel test data
with the set of filter tap weights locked to the next
adjustment values;

iterating the locking and the calculating steps until the next
adjustment values are failure region values, such that the
calculated bit error rate for the receiver system is at least
a predetermined error threshold for the data communi-
cations channel; and

deriving a vertical margin measurement for the data com-
munications channel as a function of a difference
between the fully adapted values and the failure region
values of the set of filter tap weights.

12. The method of claim 11, wherein:

the locking, calculating, iterating, and deriving steps are
performed by a vertical margin analyzer; and

the receiver system is one of a plurality of receiver systems,
each communicatively coupled with a respective one of
a plurality of data communications channels, and each
having an equalization subsystem that is communica-
tively coupled with the vertical margin analyzer.

13. The method of claim 12, wherein:

the vertical margin analyzer performs the calculating in
parallel for at least some of the plurality of the receiver
systems between each iterating step.

14. The method of claim 13, wherein:

the vertical margin analyzer performs the locking in paral-
lel for at least some of the plurality of the receiver
systems between each iterating step.

15. The method of claim 11, wherein:

the locking, calculating, iterating, and deriving steps are
performed by a vertical margin analyzer; and
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the receiver system is one of a plurality of receiver systems,
each communicatively coupled with a respective one of
a plurality of data communications channels, and each
comprising an instance of the vertical margin analyzer.
16. The method of claim 11, wherein:
the receiver system comprises a filter configured to have an
impact applied at each of a plurality of tap locations; and
each of the set of filter tap weights controls the impact
applied at a respective one of the plurality of tap loca-
tions.
17. The method of claim 11, wherein the locking com-
prises:
determining, according to the adjustment protocol, which
one or more of the filter tap weights to adjust and by what
amount to adjust the one or more filter tap weights;
adjusting the one or more filter tap weights according to the
determining; and
locking the set of filter tap weights during the calculating.
18. The method of claim 17, wherein the determining com-
prises:
determining a degree of data eye closure defined by an
adjustment protocol;
converting the degree of data eye closure to a determination
of which one or more of the filter tap weights to adjust
and by what amount to adjust the one or more filter tap
weights as a function of a deterministic mathematical
correspondence there-between.
19. An input/output communications system, the system
comprising:
a plurality of data communications channels;
aplurality of receiver systems that each operates to receive
data signals over a respective one of the data communi-
cations channels coupled thereto, each receiver system
comprising an equalizer subsystem; and
avertical margin analyzer, communicatively coupled with
the equalizer subsystem of each receiver system, and
comprising:
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an error measurement subsystem that operates to inject a
set of channel test data into a receiver system com-
municatively coupled with the data communications
channel, receive a set of recovered data output from
the receiver system in response to receiving the set of
channel test data, and calculate a bit error rate by
comparing the set of recovered data with the set of
channel test data;

a tap adjustment subsystem that operates to adjust a set
of filter tap weights of the receiver system from fully
adapted values to failure region values, the fully
adapted values of the set of filter tap weights corre-
sponding to when the receiver system is fully adapted
to the data communications channel, and the failure
region values of the set of filter tap weights corre-
sponding to when the calculated bit error rate for the
receiver system is exceeding a predetermined error
threshold for the data communications channel; and

a vertical margin calculation subsystem that operates to
calculate a vertical margin measurement for the data
communications channel as a function of a difference
between the fully adapted values and the failure
region values of the set of filter tap weights.

20. The system of claim 19, wherein:

the tap adjustment subsystem operates to adjust the set of
filter tap weights iteratively, so that adjusting from the
fully adapted values to the failure region values occurs
over a plurality of adjustment iterations; and

subsequent to each iteration, the error measurement sub-
system operates to inject the set of channel test data into
the plurality of receiver systems in parallel, receive the
set of recovered data output from the plurality of receiver
systems in parallel, and calculate the respective bit error
rates for each of the plurality of receiver systems in
parallel.



